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“To aid our
students
in achieving academic success, it is
essential
that we
understand the
complex
needs of
our students by
first examining their
previous
educational experiences.”

It is becoming increasingly
clear that current law students are seeking more
wraparound support than
previously provided by
legal education, which
begs the question, why?
The answer is simple modern law students
are different and come to
law school with very different expectations and experiences than students from
previous years. To aid our
students in achieving academic success, it is essential that we understand the
complex needs of our students by first examining
their previous educational
experiences.

Academic advising is commonplace at institutions
that serve undergraduate
students. In fact, some
would argue that academic
advising is the cornerstone
of student success. Advising at the undergraduate level is viewed
as a collaborative relationship between student and
advisor that is designed to
provide the meaningful
support students need to
achieve their academic

goals throughout matriculation. Professional academic advisors, academic
support and academic resource centers are as common to undergraduate students as hornbooks and
supplements (or Westlaw
and Lexis) are to law students.
Millennials make up the
largest population of students currently in law
school. Millennials often
come to law school with
the expectation they will
receive academic advising
and support similar to
their undergraduate academic experience. However, to students’ surprise,
law school generally does
not provide the level of
advising that Millennials
are used to receiving. This
often leaves law students
feeling as though they are
lost in the process of academic planning, and far
too often results in students relying on their
classmates for academic
planning advice. In fact,
more law students are noting the lack of academic
advising and basic course
planning assistance in
their graduation exit surveys.

American Bar Association
(ABA) Standard 309 provides, “(a) A law school
shall provide academic
advising for students that

communicates effectively
the school’s academic
standards and graduation
requirements, and that
provides guidance on
course selection.” While
most law schools don’t
have a designated
“academic advisor” per se,
all law schools provide a
form of academic advising. The most widely used
method is the faculty advising system. While faculty advising is beneficial,
some would argue it is not
the best method for
providing specific and targeted academic advising. The traditional faculty
academic advising system
often lacks depth and understanding of the particular needs of this generation, thus failing to provide
the level of support needed
by this new generation of
learners. To that end, the
level of specificity and support intended by ABA
Standard 309 can often be
missed in the traditional
law school faculty advising
system.
While I am strongly advocating for the need for
more formalized
“academic advising” to
meet the needs of today’s
law students and the intended goals of ABA
Standard 309, in no way
am I suggesting that having a professional academic advisor replaces the
need for, and purpose of,
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faculty advisors. The role
of faculty advisors is an
extremely important component of the law school
experience. Faculty advisors help students in many
ways, including serving as
support for students adjusting to the rigors of law
school, providing invaluable career planning guidance, and serving as a
mentor to provide meaningful information and
advice about law school in
general. In addition to
their role advising students, faculty members
have numerous other responsibilities, including
teaching, scholarship, and
internal and external service. To the contrary, the
only major responsibility
of professional academic
advisors is student advising, which often results in
academic advisors being
more readily available to
assist students. While
having a professional academic advisor does not
replace the need for a faculty advisor, having a dedicated academic advisor can
serve to readily meet the
course planning needs of
students.

Professional academic advisors are focused primarily on “planning”, and ideally can help students “plan
for success” early in their
law school experience. Academic advisors
can assist students in developing a formal plan for
ensuring they are not only
aware of academic policies,
but are able to customize a
plan that is right for
them. Through the planning process students are
encouraged to make decisions that support their

goals, abilities and aspirations. The academic planning process can also lead
to greater student accountability and student buy-in
to the law school planning
process. This process is
further strengthened when
there is collaboration between faculty advisors and
professional academic advisors. In fact, faculty advisors play a key role in the
process by strongly encouraging their advisees to
seek out an academic advisor for course planning
assistance.
Another major benefit of
having a law school professional academic advisor is
strategic and targeted advising. Having a dedicated
academic advisor provides
an additional resource and
support mechanism for
students that are experiencing academic difficulty. An unintended result
of the voluntary faculty
advising system is that the
students who need the
most guidance are often
the last to seek it. In addition, some law students do
not feel comfortable expressing academic concerns to a “professor” for
fear of being labeled or
judged by the people they
hold in such high regard.
This often results in a law
school’s most vulnerable
students falling through
the cracks. The nonfaculty academic advisor
has the ability to create a
judgement free zone where
students feel welcome and
free to express concerns
and engage openly in the
planning process, without
thinking twice about being
judged. An example of targeted advising and support
would be the law school

requiring students on academic probation or alert
status to meet at least once
with the academic advisor. It is extremely important for this group of
students to engage in the
process of academic planning well in advance of
graduation and as early in
matriculation as possible.
With enrollment just starting to rebound and shrinking budgets continuing to
be a real concern for law
schools, resources can be a
major impediment to hiring a professional academic advisor. However, the
value far outweighs the
expense. Like other challenges law schools are currently facing, now is the
time to be creative and
look for additional resources and support for
this type of initiative. For
example, due to student
need and strict accreditation standards there are
often extensive resources
available for academic advising at the undergraduate level. Therefore, leveraging those resources
(including funding) from
your central campus might
make what seemed impossible a reality at your law
school.

“Another
major benefit of having a law
school professional
academic
advisor is
strategic
and targeted advising. ”

In conclusion, Millennials
need as much structured
guidance and support as
possible to fulfill their goal
of academic success and
passing the bar exam, and
a professional academic
advisor can be instrumental in that process. Through this twoway relationship between
student and advisor, Millennials will know how and
where to access accurate
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“Through
this twoway relationship
between
student and
advisor,
Millennials
will know
how and
where to
access accurate information
about resources,
policies,
procedures
and requirements
- while receiving invaluable
individualized guidance to
help them
along their
educational
journey. “

information about resources, policies, procedures and requirementswhile receiving invaluable
individualized guidance to
help them along their educational journey. Each of
these components is essential to a successful and
meaningful law school experience for Millennials.

It truly takes a village.
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